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Mapledurham’s economy was long based on mixed farming, supplemented by woodland 

exploitation and a limited amount of craft activity. There was much early inclosure, especially 

in the centre and north of the parish, though vestiges of the medieval open-field system 

survived until the 18th century. Local towns provided ready markets, and the leading tenant 

farmers prospered in the 16th to 18th century. As elsewhere, early 19th-century agrarian 

buoyancy was reversed in the 1870s, and by the 1940s several farms were in a poor 

condition. From the later 20th century the Mapledurham Estate, the main landowner, 

diversified into leisure and tourism, creating two golf courses and holding open days and 

other events.  

 

The Agricultural Landscape 

 

In 1587 the parish’s open fields (covering c.25 per cent of the total area) lay mainly in its low-

lying southern part, immediately north of a band of Thames-side meadows. The open-field 

system was first documented in the late 12th century1 but was probably of considerably 

earlier origin, and several field-names suggest late Anglo-Saxon collective farming practices, 

notably a meadow called ‘Churlegrave’ (the ceorls’ grove) on Chazey manor, and a ditch 

called ‘Aldefeld’ or old field, both mentioned in the late 12th century.2 In the Middle Ages the 

two manors had mainly separate open fields, presumably because the pre-Conquest division 

into two estates occurred before the field system was fully formed. Gurney manor’s fields 

included Hen, Wheatlands, King’s Hill, and West fields, and Chazey’s Ham, Ridge, Gallows 

and Lye fields, the last located ‘above the hill’.3 Some other open-field land, meadow and 

pasture was shared, and Broad mead was divided into lots.4 Intercommoning generated 

                                                             
1
 Cooke, Early History, 65–6. 

2
 Mapledurham Archive, C2/18, f. 38, a late-medieval copy of a deed dating to before c.1194, partly 

transcribed in Cooke, Early History, 66. Cf. Blair, A-S Oxon. 80. 
3
 Cooke, Early History, 28–9, 55, 194; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 71–2; 

Mapledurham Map (1587). 
4
 Cooke, Early History, 56–7, 184–5; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 133–4. 
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disputes from the Middle Ages onwards, sometimes between the two lords.5 The field 

systems apparently remained separate after the manors were combined.  

 

 

 

 The centre and north of the parish were mostly inclosed, and contained numerous 

pockets of woodland.6 Some extensive woods were partially cleared during the Middle Ages, 

early assarts including land south of Pages Shaw granted to William Page in the 13th 

century.7 The 1587 estate map shows many closes apparently carved from woodland, 

leaving thick hedgerows and shaws,8 and some surviving coppices were grubbed up in the 

early 17th century.9 A medieval deer park created by the Gournays encompassed c.200 a. in 

the 1630s, apparently after some reduction in size,10 and in 1722 demesne woodland still 

measured 289 a., but was said to have formerly covered 400 acres.11 Some replanting took 

place thereafter,12 and by 1840 there was more than 400 a. of woodland in all.13 Common 

wastes included Nuney common (an area of scrubby rough grassland) and Chazey heath, 

                                                             
5
 e.g. Abbrev. Plac. 184; Cooke, Early History, 18, 22, 25; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 

Mapledurham’, 71, 132–3, 184–5; Mapledurham Archive, C2/1. 
6
 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 79–80, 145; Mapledurham Archive, C2/28.  

7
 Cooke, Early History, plate facing 200; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 74, 94–5. 

8
 Mapledurham Map (1587). 

9
 Below, this section.  

10
 Bodl. MS Bankes 20, f. 3; below (medieval agric.). 

11
 Mapledurham Archive, C77, p. 2. 

12
 Quarterly Jnl of Forestry 14:1 (1920), 49. 

13
 OHC, tithe award and map. There was 406 a. in 1924: PLU4/AS/A2/12.  

Part of the parish’s open field system as shown on an estate 

map of 1587. Photo by Dan Miles; copyright the 

Mapledurham 1997 Trust. Permission to reproduce kindly 

given by Mr J.J. Eyston. 
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which in the early 18th century was tilled two years in seven.14 Small greens were located at 

the intersection of roads, amongst them Trench Green, on which three lanes converged. 

 

  

 

Medieval Agriculture 

 

In 1086 Mapledurham Gurney had land for 12 ploughs and Mapledurham Chazey for five.15 

Both manors were fully stocked, suggesting that roughly 2,000 a. (or two thirds of the parish) 

was under cultivation, and that farmland probably already extended considerably into the 

wooded north.16 Each manor had two ploughs in demesne (run by two slaves on Gurney 

manor and one at Chazey), but tenant land was much more extensive at Gurney: there 16 

villani and two bordars ran 10 ploughs compared with three at Chazey, shared by seven 

villani and five bordars. Only a small area of meadow was mentioned: 10 a. on the larger 

estate, and 4 a. on the smaller. Probably that represented only managed grassland, since in 

1587 there was up to 98 a. of meadow.17 No woodland was listed, presumably because it 

was not intensively used. Both estates had increased in value since 1066, Gurney from £8 to 

£12 and Chazey from £5 to £7, most likely because higher rents were extracted. 

In succeeding centuries Gurney manor was the more effectively exploited. The deer 

park near the manor house was established before 1233 (when it was restocked),18 and in 

                                                             
14

 Mapledurham Map (1587); map of 1722 (re-planned in 1736) at Mapledurham House (A19); Long, 
‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 170; below (farms and farming 1500–1800). 
15

 VCH Oxon. I, 411, 418. 
16

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 73–5. 
17

 Mapledurham Map (1587). 
18

 Cal. Close, 1231–4, 277. 

Undulating countryside south-west 

of Chazey Heath (above ‘the hill’). 
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the 13th and 14th century it produced deer and rabbits.19 Probably it was created by Hugh 

de Gournay (d. 1238), since earlier lords apparently seldom if ever visited.20 Suits over 

common pasture, brought against Matilda de Gournay in 1241 by the lords of Chazey and 

Hardwick (in Whitchurch), may reflect wider inclosure and reorganisation.21 In 1290 the 

manor was valued at £30,22 and around the same time supported an annuity of £50,23 

indicating significant income from the demesne and tenant rents. Probably the demesne’s 

size had been increased, as it certainly had by the later 14th century when it lay in compact 

blocks.24 Rents from free and bond tenants in 1343 totalled £12 14s. ¾d.25 

 The smaller Chazey manor was valued at just £10 in 1255, and in the late 13th 

century, when its demesne remained the same size as at Domesday, land values and rents 

were modest.26 In 1279 John de Chausey had 2 carucates in demesne (c.240 a.), and three 

villein half-yardlanders paid 12s. rent and owed carting service at harvest time, while six 

cottagers held 2½ yardlands between them for 3s. rent each and labour services. Four free 

tenants held yardlands, three of them for little or no rent, and one (John Page) for 13s. 4d. 

Additional free land had been granted away, notably two yardlands which the prior of 

Wallingford leased for 8s. a year. Out of 6 a. of meadow the lord held 4 a. in demesne, and 

the lord and a free tenant had free fisheries in the Thames.27 An inquisition of 1313 valued 

192 a. of demesne arable at £1 12s. or 2d. per acre,28 while 10 a. of meadow was valued at 

£1 (2s. per acre), a pasture at 10s., and a fishery at £1. Three free tenants then owed £1 

19s., two yardlanders £1 16s., and two half-yardlanders (perhaps successors of the 

cottagers) 12s., while labour services were worth £1 8s. 8d., and the manor as a whole £10 

3s. a year. The figures indicate a concentration of land in fewer hands and an increase in 

rents from freeholders, perhaps through part-leasing of the demesne. 

Thirteenth- and 14th-century tenant holdings on both manors were measured in the 

usual yardlands and half-yardlands, though subletting may have affected their actual size. 

Peasant farmers held closes, pieces of meadow, and small areas of woodland as well as 

open-field strips,29 and labour services appear to have been commuted at an early date.30 

                                                             
19

 Cooke, Early History, 202, 205. 
20

 Above, manors (Mapledurham Gurney). 
21

 Oxon. Eyre, 1241, pp. 63–4; relig. hist. (glebe). For wider tensions: below, social hist.  
22

 TNA, C 133/57/2. 
23

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/18, f. 24; Cooke, Early History, 202. 
24

 Below, this section.  
25

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/6; Cooke, Early History, 27–8; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 109. 
26

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 81–8; Rot. Hund. II, 42. 
27

 Rot. Hund. II, 778–9. 
28

 TNA, C 134/29/5. 
29

 Ibid. 120, 128; Cooke, Early History, 204; TNA, WARD 2/8/27/1; WARD 2/8/27/29; Mapledurham 
Archive, C1/17. 
30

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 107–12. 
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Inhabitants apparently followed local mixed farming practices,31 and a hayward (regulating 

grazing) was mentioned in 1241.32  Markets presumably included Reading and Henley, 

supplemented to a limited extent in the 13th century by Wallingford.33  

Gurney manor displayed considerable resilience after the Black Death. In 1375 the 

estate was still worth at least £31 11s. 10d. a year, excluding any income from courts, wood 

sales or demesne livestock. Rents (excluding those from the mill and fishery) totalled £11 

14s., a similar level to before the plague.34 The c.424 a. of demesne included 334 a. of 

arable, more than 30 a. of meadow, and in the far north a c.60-a. set of closes, shaws and 

groves called ‘Bardolfs lands’ (the later Bardolph’s Wood).35 The arable, valued at 4d. per 

acre, was located in West field (130 a.) and in other fields and closes above and below the 

hill, and the name ‘Dung field’ suggests that manuring was carried out where required. 

Meadow was worth 3s. per acre, and the mill and fishing rights £3 2s. 2d. By 1391–2 assized 

rents produced £17 12s. 8¼d.,36 apparently through leasing of part of the demesne; arrears 

stood at £2 17s., and a tenement and two pieces of land were vacant. Late 14th-century 

lords and tenants continued to focus on arable-based mixed farming, and in 1375 the 

Gurney demesne had a flock of c.120 sheep as well as horses (for ploughing), cattle, and 

pigs.37 Even so, in 1395 Sir Robert Bardolf bequeathed crops to his tenants ‘for losses in 

their corn’,38 suggesting poor harvests and reduced grain prices. Two years later a tenant 

was fined for allowing his granary to fall to ruin.39  

During the 15th century the value of both manors almost certainly fell, Gurney manor 

(according to inquisitions post mortem) to £10 a year in 1416, and Chazey to just under £4 in 

1447.40 Those were probably under-valuations, however,41 since Gurney was valued at £40 

in 1477, and was charged with annuities worth over £33 in 1506.42 Continued economic 

optimism is suggested by purchases of freeholds by lords and outsiders including men from 

Reading,43 while demesne leasing created sizeable new farms,44 and other holdings were 

                                                             
31

 Cooke, Early History, 13. 
32

 Oxon Eyre, 1241, p. 120. 
33

 N. Herbert, ‘The Borough of Wallingford, 1155–1400’ (Reading Univ. PhD thesis, 1971), 136 and 
appendix Vc (p. xli: 1241–2). 
34

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/8; Cooke, Early History, 204–6. 
35

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 75; above, manors (Mapledurham Gurney). 
36

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/9; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 111–113. 
37

 Cooke, Early History, 205. For animal bones from a probable late-medieval tenant farmstead: Hull, 
‘Caversham Heath Golf Course’, 5–7.  
38

 Some Oxon. Wills, 8–9 (leaving £5 and 40 qrs of wheat, barley and oats to his villeins, and 1 qr 
wheat and 1 qr barley to each free tenant). 
39

 Cooke, Early History, 37. 
40

 Cal. Inq. p.m. XX, pp. 182–3 (cf. Cooke, Early History, 40, 53); XXVI, pp. 309–10; Cal. Inq. p.m. 
Hen. VII, I, p. 80; TNA, C 140/55/7. 
41

 Cf. M. Holford, ‘“Notoriously Unreliable”: The Valuations and Extents’, in M. Hicks (ed.), The 
Fifteenth-Century Inquisitions Post Mortem: A Companion (2012), 117–44. 
42

 TNA, C 131/78/17; Some Oxon. Wills, 89–90. 
43

 Above, other estates; Mapledurham Archive, C1/17–19, 29, 35; TNA, WARD 2/8/27/29 
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consolidated through exchange of open-field strips,45 some of which may have been 

inclosed.46 Tenant numbers (despite increased family turnover) remained relatively stable, 

and secure customary tenancies still predominated, despite the introduction of a few long 

leases.47 Several families flourished sufficiently to invest in new houses.48  

As elsewhere the balance of mixed farming seems to have shifted towards animal 

husbandry during the later Middle Ages. In 1462 sheepskins were stolen from John 

Iwardby’s manor house,49 and in the 1478 part of the demesne meadow was leased to 

tenants from Mapledurham and neighbouring parishes for a substantial £4 12s. 1d.50 

Thomas Lynde (lord from 1476 to 1485) was probably involved in wool sales, since he was 

heavily in debt to the lord of Bradfield (Berks.) under the Statute Staple,51 while in 1518 

Thomas Pychard, a Gurney manor yeoman and probably a demesne lessee, had almost 500 

sheep as well as 17 cows, three ploughs, and stocks of barley, malt, and wheat.52 His links 

with Wallingford, Mongewell, and Henley (where he owned a house) may reflect marketing 

connections. The park pasture was leased (from 1487) and a warren in the park produced 

rabbits,53 while in 1447 c.30 a. of wood on Chazey manor was valued at 4d. per acre, twice 

as much as the arable.54 Inclosure there may be indicated by mention of a croft in Hill field.55 

 

Farms and Farming c.1530–1800 

 

Sixteenth-century agriculture was based around a dozen or so larger holdings including a 

large farm formed from the former Chazey demesne, alongside a group of small to medium-

sized tenant farms. In 1587 the remaining c.599 a. of demesne land (mainly that of Gurney 

manor) included c.246 a. parkland, much grassland by the river, and large blocks of arable in 

West field.56 It was mainly split amongst three tenants, Edward Hambledon, John Thorne, 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
44

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 133–4; Cooke, Early History, 77–8; below, c.1530–
1800. 
45

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 129–31. For possible inclosure: TNA, WARD 
2/8/27/29 (two crofts of arable land in the fields of Mapledurham Chazey, 1505). 
46

 TNA, WARD 2/8/27/29, mentioning two crofts of arable land in the fields of Mapledurham Chazey, 
1505. 
47

 Above, population; below, social hist.; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 127–9. 
48

 Above, buildings. 
49

 Mapledurham Archive, C3/13; Cooke, Early History, 59; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 46. 
50

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/18, f. 40b; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 134  (misdating 
to 1464). 
51

 TNA, C 131/78/17; Mapledurham Archive, C1/28.  
52

 TNA, PROB 2/194. 
53

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 123–4; Cooke, Early History, 51, 58–9.  
54

 Cal. Inq. p.m. XXVI, 310. 
55

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/25. 
56

 Mapledurham Map (1587). 
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and John Shaw, who possibly sub-let part.57 Thirty-three customary tenants held 2,012 a. of 

closes and coppices between them, twelve in parcels of under 20 a., while another twelve 

held 21–50 a., seven 50–100 a., and three over 100 acres. The largest tenant holding 

(Chazey Court) was c.134 a. including 44 a. of woodland, whereas nine freeholders had only 

150 a. between them. In addition common field land and wastes amounted to 388 acres. A 

minority of holdings (including those based on demesne land and purchased freeholds) were 

rack rented, but most tenants paid varied entry fines and nominal rents in exchange for long 

leases,58 the entry fines apparently increasing over the century. By 1582 Chazey manor was 

worth perhaps £45 per year over all, and in 1595 the Gurney demesne alone brought in 

£220.59 

Tenants practised sheep-corn husbandry, the main cereal crops being wheat, barley 

and rye.60 Reading supplied a major market including for wool,61 which perhaps contributed 

to disputes over grazing and inclosure on Chazey heath in the 1540s.62 Many tenants held 

coppices, and locally produced charcoal was sold to people from Reading, Caversham, 

Sonning and elsewhere.63 Wood and malt were also transported by river to London.64 Timber 

remained under lordly control, though tenants were given allowances to repair their 

houses.65 

During the 17th century the Blounts attempted to improve the estate, but with limited 

results. Sir Richard Blount replaced numerous estate buildings in the 1610s–20s and built a 

new farm complex at Chazey Court,66 presumably intending to raise rents. He and his son 

Sir Charles also carried out some inclosure and grubbed up woodland in the park to create 

Park farm, destroying a rabbit warren in the process.67 Mid-century Walter Blount combined 

several copyholds to create new rack-rented holdings, including those subsequently called 

New farm and Blagrave farm,68 and apparently converted 60 a. of pasture to arable.69 Some 

meadow was detached from tenant holdings and rack-rented, although the replacement of 

                                                             
57

 Mapledurham Archive, C33 (1595). 
58

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 138–41, 152, 154–5. 
59

 Ibid. 142, 147–8 (based on Mapledurham Archive, C33). 
60

 OHC, Mapledurham wills. 
61

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 179, f. 219 (Wm Curtis, 1546). Cf. P. Rixon, ‘The Town of Reading, c.1200–
c.1542’, Oxford Univ. D.Phil. thesis (1998), 221 and n. 
62

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 147; Cooke, Early History, 80; Mapledurham 
Archive, C2/1. 
63

 Mapledurham Map (1587); OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 179, f. 219 (Rob. Alloway, 1546).  
64

 Prior, ‘The Accounts of Thomas West of Wallingford’, 87, 88. 
65

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 144.  
66

 Above, buildings. 
67

 TNA, E 134/16Chas1/East24; Eton College Archive, ECR 48/10, 15, 61 and 66; OHC, 
PAR164/15/MS/1, ff. 13v.–14; Mapledurham Archive, C2/5, and 1710 map of Park farm; Long, 
‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 147, 153; Cooke, Early History, 195. 
68

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 154; Cooke, Early History, 195. 
69

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/102. 
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copyholds with beneficial leases precluded larger-scale rent increases.70 Woodland 

occasionally produced significant profits, as in 1607 when Sir Michael Blount received £368 

10s. from a London woodmonger.71 Timber stocks probably suffered during Parliamentary 

sequestration c.1651, however, and the estate received little investment under Lister Blount, 

whose son Michael inherited many dilapidated farm buildings.72  

 Leading 17th-century tenants appear to have been only moderately prosperous,73 

and poor harvests caused serious problems: those of the early 1660s may account for the 

farmer Nicholas Ironmonger’s debts and rent arrears at his death in 1664.74 Most land lay in 

closes, though some open-field strips and meadow remained, and tenants shared grazing on 

commons and in coppices.75 Piecemeal consolidation of open-field holdings apparently 

continued, probably increasing in pace later in the century.76 Sheep were still kept in quite 

large numbers until at least the 1620s, and lords and tenants alike appear to have sold wool 

to clothiers, including some based in London and Reading.77 Pigs, poultry, bees, and the 

produce of gardens and orchards helped supply households with food.78 

 

 

 

                                                             
70

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 140–1, 152–4. 
71

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/4. 
72

 Cal. Cttee for Compounding, III, 2245 (order to fell wood); Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 154–5; M. Mack, Alexander Pope: A Life (1985), 242.  
73

 Below, social history. 
74

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 82/1/13. 
75

 Cooke, Early History, 113, 195–6; Eton College Archive, ECR 48/66 (1637 court roll). 
76

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 152, 164 n.; Cooke, Early History, 198. 
77

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/9; OHC, E1/9/1D/10. 
78

 e.g. OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 21/4/68; 5/1/20; 47/3/7. 

The large brick barn at Chazey Court Farm, 

built by Sir Richard Blount in 1611. 
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By the early 18th century the estate produced gross annual receipts of c.£1,000.79 

The bulk (up to £800) came from rack-rented holdings, which in 1717 comprised 17 farms, 

some meadows, the watermill, a fishery, and a malt house. Quitrents from 29 other holdings 

brought only c.£22, and cottage rents £5.80 Renewal of lifehold leases produced an average 

of £176 per annum from 1714 to 1736, and wood sales c.£150, though there was great 

variation from year to year.81 In 1722 there were 18 holdings of under 20 a., ten of 20–50 a., 

ten of 50–100 a., one of 109 a., and five larger than 150 a., with some tenants holding more 

than one farm. The demesne was reduced to 53 a. plus woodland, which by then was kept 

mainly in hand.82 Total receipts were then £922, reflecting reduced rent for Park farm and for 

meadowland:83 the bailiff frequently struggled to collect rents during the agricultural 

difficulties of the 1730s–40s,84 while as recusants the Blounts paid double land tax on 

demesne woods and meadows.85 Much produce, including animals, crops, timber and 

firewood, was sold locally, notably to men from Reading and Caversham, though malt and 

bark were sent to London, Mapledurham wharf being used to transport wood and grain.86 

Timber was allegedly ‘squandered’ during Michael Blount’s minority (1710–14), however.87 

In 1722 the largest farms were Chazey (273 a.), Bottom (260 a.), New (226 a.), and 

Park farms (209 a.), the biggest single holding (which included Bottom farm) being that of 

Edward Butler the elder (392 a.).88 Lifeholds, mostly between 17 and 76 a., were chiefly in 

the hands of small-scale local farmers, though several were bought as investments by the 

vicar John Burton or by outsiders, and were sublet at rack rents.89 The Blounts generally 

paid for building repairs on rack-rented farms,90 and in 1716 Edward Butler received five 

years’ remission of rent after erecting his own new cow house and stable on Bottom farm.91 

By then the remaining open-field land was held in blocks by just a few tenants,92 while 

pressure to supply additional arable is suggested by Chazey heath’s use as an irregular 

common field.93 Typical of the more substantial farmers was Matthew Creswell (d. 1704), 

                                                             
79

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 163–5. 
80

 Ibid. 160–1. 
81

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 161, 174; Mapledurham Archive, C77. 
82

 Mapledurham Archive, C77 (C78 gives different figs). 
83

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 165. 
84

 Ibid. 174. 
85

 Ibid. 156 and n. 
86

 Mapledurham Archive, C155 (1707–10 acct bk); P. Preece, ‘Management of Mapledurham Woods’, 
SOAG Bulletin 55 (2000), 29–31.  
87

 Mapledurham Archive, C77, p. 106. 
88

 Ibid. C77.  
89

 Ibid.; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 165, 172. 
90

 Mapledurham Archive, C77; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 159, 164. 
91

 Mapledurham Archive, C7/9. 
92

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 152, 164 n.; Cooke, Early History, 198. 
93

 Mapledurham Archive, A19 (1736 map); C14/6 (1764 lease); Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 159; Cooke, Early History, 198. 
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who grew barley and wheat, kept livestock including 80 sheep, and accommodated male 

farm servants in a chamber in his house.94  

During the later 18th century the lifeholds were gradually extinguished and rents 

were increased, slowly at first but more rapidly from c.1790, reflecting rising corn prices.95 

The 25 lifeholds remaining in 1743 had fallen to 19 by 1770, increasing rents by £148, and 

though 11 survived in 1787 there were none by 1822. The lifehold land was added to rack-

rented farms, of which some (such as Roses and Sheepways) more than doubled in size 

and value, while a small home farm (later called Lilley farm) was created in 1754 to help 

supply the Blount household. Commons were also inclosed on the initiative of the Blount 

family, amongst them the 6-a. Green Dean (1792) and the 5-a. Nuney Green (1799).96 By 

1796 the estate’s gross rental stood at £2,231 and in 1803 £2,740, virtually a threefold 

increase over the 18th century, while long leases of 21 years became general.97 Prosperity 

for the Blounts was reflected in investment in new agricultural buildings, especially barns.98 

 

Farming since 1800 

 

By the early 19th century Mapledurham’s farmland was mostly divided amongst 6–8 rack-

rented farms.99 Short leases of 3–7 years were introduced c.1800,100 though lengthened to 

around ten years by the 1830s.101 Rents continued to rise rapidly, those from rack-rented 

farms producing £1,942 in 1803 and £3,253 in 1822. Income from cottage rents, wood sales, 

and lock tolls was more variable, although the estate’s total average income of £4,912 

between 1825 and 1861 placed it amongst the most valuable in the county.102 Crop rotations 

followed turnip crops with barley, clover or vetches, wheat, and then barley, peas, or oats; 

the turnips were eaten by sheep, and the clover mown once or twice for hay.103 The focus on 

individual farms varied, however, with Chazey, Park and New farms containing much more 

grassland than the rest.104 

                                                             
94

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 78/3/59.  
95

 Para. based on Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 192–5; Mapledurham Archive, C48. 
96

 OHC, QSD/A/A–B. 
97

 For leases: ibid. 162. 
98

 Above, buildings.  
99

 Para. based on Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 206–8; Mapledurham Archive, E12 
(1816); E7 (1822).  
100

 Mapledurham Archive, C17. 
101

 Ibid. C19. 
102

 C.S. Read, 'On the Farming of Oxfordshire', Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England, 
XV, Part I (1854), 71. 
103

 Young, Oxon. Agric. 105–6, 120. 
104

 Mapledurham Archive, E12. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Mapledurham (October 2017) • Economic History  • p. 11 

11 
 

 In the early 1840s Michael Henry Blount kept 580 a. in hand, mostly woodland and 

grass.105 The rest of the parish was mainly divided amongst six farms, of which Blagrave 

(473 a.) was occupied by George Shackell, and Chazey (364 a.) by James Allaway. New 

and Rose farms were 246 a. and 264 a. respectively, and there were six holdings of 9–48 a., 

the smallest composed mainly of osier beds. Most farms were chiefly arable, in part 

producing fodder crops for sheep,106 while permanent grass (including 383 a. of meadow) 

was restricted mainly to the parish’s southern part. In all the arable covered 2,029 a., divided 

into quarters which rotated wheat, barley and oats (380 a. and 127 a. respectively), turnips, 

and clover.107 Farm rents remained fairly stable until the 1860s, and then rose to £4,167 by 

1872,108 by which time many holdings had been consolidated and included two of over 400 

acres.109 Woodland was still mostly kept in hand, and a few woodmen lived at Nuney 

Green.110 

 From 1880 farmers focused on dairying as wheat prices fell, though permanent 

pasture did not become as extensive as in the eastern part of the hundred.111 As elsewhere 

agricultural difficulties had a serious impact, despite the proximity of Reading as a market for 

milk. In 1895 John Darell-Blount granted a 20 per cent rent remission, and in 1901 another 

ten per cent,112 while the rental value of the 38-a. glebe arable fell from £38 a year in 1883 to 

£27 in 1903, although the value of the pasture was more resilient.113 Woodland was still 

carefully managed,114 although by this time there was little market for firewood, and estate 

wood sales were mainly of timber, particularly beech, which was possibly used in chair-

making.115 Investment in estate infrastructure was restricted mainly to new labourers’ 

cottages.116 The number of holdings increased through subdivision, and by 1910 there were 

13 farms over 50 a. (including five of over 200 a.), and several smallholdings.117 Blagrave 

farm had been reduced to 305 a., and was worked with Chazey farm by members of the 

Chown family.  
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Rents from the estate were at a low level in the early 20th century, rising from just 

under £1,970 in 1917 to £2,580 in 1928, but falling to £2,150 in 1935.118 Standards of 

farming also varied.119 In the early 1940s both the combined Chazey and New farms (594½ 

a. including land outside the parish) and the combined Rose and Park farms (387 a.) were 

well run, but several others were in a poor state, notably Lily (260 a.), Bottom (245 a.), and 

Mill farms (73 a.).120 Large-scale farmers such as John Bucknell of Rose and Parks farms 

(who was based in Reading, and whose family ran several holdings in Berkshire) operated 

alongside part-timers such as the landlord of the Packhorse, who had a 24-a. smallholding. 

At New Farm House the tenant kept 81 pigs and some poultry on 14 a. of ‘poor, rough land’. 

Dairying was still predominant, with milk retailed locally and sold wholesale, while barley and 

oats were the chief cereal crops, presumably used partly for stock feed. Timber sales 

accounted for much of the estate’s average annual profit of £3,910 between 1954 and 

1959,121 while Knowle Nurseries, a 5-a. forestry holding on Woodcote Road, was established 

c.1927, but was developed for housing after 1965.122 

 In 1960 there were still 13 holdings including two under 5 a., two of 300–500 a., and 

one of 500–700 acres,123 but by 1977 there were just five farms.124 Two were run by the 

estate: one (based at Park Farm) as a dairy unit, and the other as an arable farm. Barley 

remained the chief cereal crop, and dairy and beef cattle were kept alongside pigs. The 

proportion of grassland fell over the same period from almost two thirds of the cultivated 

area to c.40 per cent. Remaining tenant farmers were bought out in the 1990s and thereafter 

the estate was run mainly by contract labour.125 Much land was used to produce silage (from 

maize and grass) for an anaerobic digester,126 with other areas under pasture, spring barley, 

or rye. The estate dairy unit had c.500 cows, with Marks & Spencer a main customer for its 

milk.127 A fruit farm at Cross Lanes operated from 1948 until 2015, the land also used partly 

for Charolais cattle in the 1970s.128 Commercial exploitation of woodland dwindled in the 
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1960s, and Chazey Wood became a paintball venue,129 while telecoms equipment was set 

up in Park Wood.130  

 

 

 

Mills, Fisheries, Crafts, and Retailing 

 

A mill existed by the 11th century, and in the 14th attracted trade from Purley and other 

places within a roughly 3-mile radius.131 In 1375 it produced (with its fishery) £9 6s. 6d. 

rent,132 and in the 1430s–40s successive millers were fined for taking excessive tolls of 

grain.133 Sir Richard Blount leased both mill and fishery to one of his younger sons in 

1618,134 and the three-bay core of the present structure has been dendro-dated to 1626.135 

In 1690 the mill was let to James Webb on a 21-year lease for £60 a year, increased to £100 

in 1707 when it was held with 9 a. land.136 

During the 18th century milling evidently flourished, probably partly due to the 

London market for fine flour. The mill’s associated five-bay house of c.1715, at the village’s 

northern end, incorporates high-quality brick and flint work,137 and the mill building was 

considerably enlarged by addition of a large two-storeyed brick extension in 1746, and of a 

jettied wing in 1764–5. A cupola was added for a sack hoist in the 1770s, and a barn (burnt 

down in 1955) was set up as a granary.138 In 1776 the mill was let for 21 years at £205 with 
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the wharf, fishing in the mill pool, a malthouse (described as ‘newly erected’ in 1729), and a 

house and 10 a. of land.139 The house was extended in the early Victorian period and the 

sluice gates repaired c.1857,140 and the mill continued in commercial use in the 1910s, later 

mainly preparing cattle feed for the estate.141 In 1922 a turbine was installed to generate 

electricity for Mapledurham House and to pump water on the estate,142 but the mill was 

disused by 1940 and near collapse in 1960.143 It was restored in the 1970s partly as a visitor 

attraction, and continued to produce flour on a small scale in 2017.144  

 

 

 

 

 Commercial fishing continued from the Middle Ages until the 19th century. Besides 

the fishery at the mill there was a fish weir at Chazey from at least the 12th century,145 and in 

1343 the fishing of four named ‘waters’, including one at the mill, produced £1 9s. 4d. rent.146 

For much of the 17th century the estate’s fishing was leased to Caversham fishermen for 

£24 a year,147 and in 1738 the tenant was supplied with a newly built house next to Chazey 
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Farm (presumably The Fishery), several ponds for storing fish, and osier beds.148 Thirty 

years later the rent was £54 and 4,000 withies.149 Three members of the same family and 

one worker were engaged in fishing and rod cutting in 1861,150 and ten years later fishing 

rights west of the Roebuck ferry were let for £25 a year, and The Fishery with rights east of 

the ferry for £75.151 By then the tenants were hobby fishermen, however, including a 

professor of chemistry and (later) an army officer with a residence at Hyde Park, who in 

1882 proposed enlarging The Fishery.152 The fish weir was removed by the Thames 

Conservators in 1900,153 but withy beds were still harvested in the later 20th century.154 

 Craft and retail activities were limited for a parish of Mapledurham’s size, probably 

because of the close proximity of Caversham and Reading. A single blacksmith recorded in 

the 14th century155 lived probably in Mapledurham ‘village’, where a smithy bearing the date 

1691 continued in the 1920s.156 A second smithy, set up at Chazey Heath in the 1880s, 

continued until the late 20th century.157 A tailor lived on Chazey manor in 1381,158 and the 

usual small-scale brewing featured in the 15th century;159 three public houses were 

established by the 18th century, of which two remained open in 2017.160 Few craftsmen 

were documented in the 16th to 18th centuries,161 and in 1841 over 80 per cent of workers 

were engaged in agriculture, and just eight per cent in crafts.162 No shop was established in 

the village, although the sub post-office sold a few items.163  

 Late 20th- and early 21st-century commercial activity was dominated by the 

Mapledurham Estate. Mapledurham House first opened to visitors in 1967, with a tea room 

in the Old Manor.164 A riverside country events park started c.1970 soon attracted some 80 

car-loads of visitors at weekends and up to 260 on bank holidays,165 and by Easter 1975 the 

estate had attracted its 100,000th visitor,166 although by the early 21st century visitor 

numbers were falling. The grounds were let out for location filming, wedding receptions, car 
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rallies, craft fairs, and other events,167 and some estate houses were let as residential or 

business units. In the 1980s a timber-frame carpentry business and dendrochronology 

laboratory were established at Mill Farm.168 Electricity generated from 2011 by a screw 

turbine at the mill, and later by an anaerobic digester near Park Farm, was sold to the 

National Grid.169 Two golf courses were established on farmland in the east of the parish, 

one (incorporating a health club) in 1992, and Caversham Heath Golf Club in 2000.170 By 

2017 some 100 people were employed on the estate full time and 100 part time, compared 

to 50 part-timers in 1988.171 
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